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A note on presentation 
 
 
This research, like the practice of art therapy, is both material and discursive, textual 
and textural. So as not to (re)produce a hierarchical binary between words and art, in 
each copy submitted for examination, a hybrid form of my original and facsimiled 
artwork sits inside a large-format portfolio of research. I have cut them ‘together-
apart’ (Barad), ‘gluing’ the digital or reproduced (photographs) and the actual 
(tactile). It makes this doctoral presentation messy, rather than being contained in a 
neatly bound book to sit on a shelf. In the reading, bits might fall out or off the pages. 
Pastel dust may invade spaces and leave traces on fingertips. These are the material 
residue of other events and other assemblages, brought tangibly into the spacetime of 
reading in a way that is not normally accommodated by the written page in 
traditional scholarship. In doing so, it is my intention to invite a sensual engagement 
with the work of storying the often messy, beautiful and entangled work of art 
therapy and death. 
 
So as to include readers of the digital version of this portfolio, and in the event that 
these copies fail to reach the examiners given the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, 













The work presented in this thesis is, to the best of my knowledge 
and belief, original except as acknowledged in the text. I hereby 
declare that I have not submitted this material, either in full or in 
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Some of the stories in this research are confronting, as is the work they articulate. 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples should be aware that this research 







This doctoral research is presented as an assemblage of published papers, an 
overarching essay and in the copies submitted for examination, visual artworks. The 
first and substantive focus of this project was death—specifically, the residual toll of 
death for art therapists working in end of life and palliative care. The second focus 
was methodological. In this research, I have developed a novel, collaborative 
research methodology that brings together new materialist and posthuman theory, 
and the knowledge generating practices of art therapy/therapists, extending the 
conceptual (and material) possibilities of both. Through art making and story in 
collective biography workshops with art therapists and academics, I explored the 
transitional movement between discursive and material practices, and the ways in 
which art making opens up sensations and perceptions in the body that disrupt and 
disturb embodied stories about, and the ‘finitude’ of, (others’) death.  
 
The papers in this portfolio maintain a focus on the work of art and art making, in 
collective biographies about death, and in other entanglements with the matter and 
mattering of art. This experimental research challenges habituated ways of thinking 
about things, bodies and places, to focus instead on thinking with and within ‘kin-
aesthetic’ forces and intensities, in which the agency of all bodies, human and 
otherwise, is affective, distributed and co-emergent. In mobilising the work of 
theorists and scholars such as Barad, Deleuze and Bennett, I have theorised the ways 
in which matter becomes agential through encounters between human and other-
than-human bodies, and enigmatically accumulates in material objects and spaces. 
In doing so, I have developed a non-representational, relational and new materialist 
lens for art therapy, in which art media is understood as lively and agential matter, 
rather than as secondary to human-centric psychotherapeutic processes in art 
therapy practice and pedagogy, and in social research more broadly. 
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We go toward the best known unknown thing, where 
knowing and not knowing touch, where we hope we will 
know what is unknown. Where we hope we will not be 
afraid of understanding the incomprehensible, facing the 
invisible, hearing the inaudible, thinking the unthinkable, 
which is of course: thinking. Thinking is trying to think the 
unthinkable: thinking the thinkable is not worth the effort. 
Painting is trying to paint what you cannot paint and writing 
is writing what you cannot know before you have written: it 
is preknowing and not knowing, blindly … It occurs at the 
point where blindness and light meet. (Cixous, 1993, p. 38) 
 
I find myself living in a world populated by materially 
diverse, lively bodies. In this materialism, things—what is 
special about them given their sensuous specificity, their 
particular material configuration, and their distinctive, 
idiosyncratic history—matter a lot. But so do the eccentric 
assemblages that they form. (Bennett, 2015, p. 233) 
 
Art engenders becomings, not imaginative becomings—the 
elaboration of images and narratives in which a subject 
might recognize itself, not self-representations, narratives, 
confessions, testimonies of what is and has been—but 
material becomings, which these imponderable universal 
forces touch and become enveloped in life, in which life folds 
over itself to embrace its contact with materiality, in which 
each exchanges some elements or particles with the other to 







Whilst writing this essay, more than 10 million hectares of my country has burned—
an area larger than Ireland. The ‘death toll’ reported in the media so far numbers 33 
human lives. Thousands of homes have been destroyed. Animal deaths are 
estimated at 1.25 billion, with horrific pictures of burned carcasses under orange, 
smoke-filled skies flooding news reports. The inescapability of death, and the 
powerlessness of humans against the fierce agency of the other-than-human, has 
hung in a choking smoke haze across the eastern states of Australia. The haze of 
particles we breathe and absorb into our bodies is the residue of what was once 
alive.  
 
The sting of smoke is not the only reason that the tears come easily and often. There 
is cumulative loss in this lingering smoke haze—of human and other lives, loved 
ones, things, memories and anticipated futures—things that come to matter 
differently in the face of death—“things that in all sorts of ways, gentle or violent, 
oblige us to think again, anew” (McCormack, 2015, p. 109).  
 
I have seen a lot of death, dying, loss and grief. Some of those deaths have been of 
family and friends. Most have been through my work over many years as an art 
therapist specialising in oncology and end of life care. Increasingly, I have begun to 
wonder how it is that we art therapists continue to tolerate death, and the work of 
forming short-lived, heartfelt and intimate relationships through art and 
conversation with people we may come to love: 
 
They’re love relationships really, what are you giving if not love – it’s what it’s all 
about I think … you're not supposed to say that – it doesn't mean that we have a 
physical relationship with them, but we can love them … I think we have to admit to 




For the art therapist-participants in this research, the event of others’ deaths comes 
often. They work with/in the emotional threshold of anticipation, and ‘stay with the 
trouble’ (Haraway, 2016) of death and art. Death leaves a residue that may be 
difficult to articulate. Whilst bodies may be cremated, lost, drowned, appropriated, 
dismembered, embalmed or returned to the earth, the event of death is never final or 
finite. What remains in memory and matter after death becomes an absent presence 
in our entangled lives, in which presence is not ‘otherness’ but ‘us-ness’. Rituals are 
performed with love, courage and compassion. Stories may be told—both joyfully 
humorous and desperately sad—that keep memory alive. Words are exchanged—for 
an art therapist, words like privilege, resilience, compassion, personal satisfaction, 
empathy, making a difference, frustration, self care and supervision (Thomson, 
2016). Things and stuff are left behind, both in memory and materially—half-
finished paintings, babies’ footprints, used pastels and paint, folders of drawings 
and gifts of artwork. There is a residual toll in these cumulative encounters with 




Chapter One: Introduction(s) 
 
… it’s really interesting, palliative care—no one actually talks about the actual 
idea of death … I mean discussing death as an abstraction from a 
philosophical perspective, rather than specific deaths—how we feel about it, 
fear it, how it affects our personal and cultural lives … [but] death goes home 
with you at the end of the day. (Art therapist, participant in Thomson, 2019b) 
 
The toll of being around death as an art therapist, and the residue left in its wake, 
was the impetus for this research. I wanted to extend my earlier phenomenological 
inquiry in this area (Thomson 2016, 2019a) by working collaboratively with other art 
therapists, to explore together the ways in which we tolerate the cumulative deaths 
of which we become part, in palliative and end of life art therapy1. I was intrigued by 
the ways in which we might articulate what may be otherwise unsayable about how 
death ‘goes home’ with us and settles into the matter of our bodies—sometimes 
painfully, sometimes lightly, and always changing us.  
 
Collective biography (Davies & Gannon, 2006, 2012) offered a ‘multibiographical’, 
collaborative methodology that could be carefully structured while remaining 
pliably emergent, with a focus on articulating embodied memory-stories2. Before 
embarking on collective biography workshops with art therapists who specialise in 
end of life and palliative care, my ambition for this research multiplied through a 
series of opportunities to write and present with my academic supervisors. I became 
                                               
1 Whilst there are a limited number of case studies and autoethnographic work that focus on the 
therapists’ experience of working with death (see, Bardot, 2008; Bocking, 2005; Connell, 1998; 
Duesbury, 2005; Furman, 2011; Givens, 2008; Hardy, 2005; Shaverien, 1998; Sibbett, 2005; Thomson, 
2016, 2019a; Wadeson, 2011; Wood, 2005), none of these studies engage collaborative methodologies, 
nor do they work with the conceptual tools embraced in this research. 
2 For a discussion of the history, method and theoretical framing of collective biography beyond that 
explicated in the published papers in this portfolio, see, for example, Gannon et al. (2014). 
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enchanted3 by the provocations of new materialist4 and posthumanist theory5, and 
by the Deleuzian conceptualisation of affect as “moments of intensity, a reaction 
in/on the body at the level of matter” (O’Sullivan, 2001, p. 126) that emerges between 
bodies in relation.  
 
This enchantment led to the first two papers in this portfolio (Chapter Two), which 
are introduced by a discussion that theorises ‘listening’ to the matter of art in ways 
other than representationalism, aesthetics or critique6. These papers mobilise the 
conceptual work of Barad, Bennett, Grosz and Nancy in encounters with art media 
and artwork as lively matter, and ask: 
 
How might we encounter the matter and mattering of art media and artwork as 
forceful, articulate and lively in ways that refuse representationalism or 
interpretive meaning-making, by listening through our bodies to the languages 
of matter and media? 
 
Thinking with theory in this way opened up enticing and surprising detours that 
transformed my understanding about the ways in which matter matters, or is made 
to matter in art (therapy) research—in thinking “from materials, not about them” 
(Ingold, 2012, p. 437) and giving "matter its due as an active participant” (Barad, 
2003, p. 803). Theory became a disruptive force in unsettling my psychodynamic art 
                                               
3 ‘Enchanted’ in Bennett’s (2001) sense of being entranced and disturbed.  
4 Lemke (2015), in tracing the history of new materialist thinking noted that the term “new 
materialism” emerged in the literature 50 years ago in the work of James Kern Feibleman. Feibleman 
(1970) argued for a “new material ontology” (p. 36), in which he conceptualised a broader and more 
complex understanding of matter as “a highly dynamic agent capable of sustaining the most complex 
activities” (p. 42). For discussions about new materialism and indigenous knowledges see, for 
example, Rosiak et al. (2019) and Martin (2017). 
5 As conceptualised by theorists and scholars such as Barad (2007), Barrett & Bolt (2013), Bennett 
(2010), Dolphijn & Van der Tuin (2012), Coole & Frost (2010), Grosz (2010), Hickey-Moody et al. 
(2016), MacLure (2015, 2017), St. Pierre et al. (2016) and Vannini (2015b). 
6 See Ulmer (2017) for an account of non-representational scholars working with other-than-human 
matter such as bacteria, plants, animals and material objects like letters, rocks and water. Also see 
Anderson (2009), Banerjee & Blaise (2013), Bille & Sørensen (2007), Stewart (2011) and McCormack 
(2015) who work with air, light and atmosphere. 
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therapy training and research practices. I began to wonder what the concepts and 
philosophy of new materialism might have to offer art therapy research, practice and 
pedagogy.  
 
Recent new materialist iterations of collective biography7, and specifically those that 
incorporate art making by the participants8 extend the concept of ‘multibiographical’ 
to include the force and agency of art making as a co-participant. I became intrigued 
about the ways in which art making by art therapists-artists as inquiry, might 
contribute to collaborative research practices like collective biography.  
 
In Chapter Three I first present three papers from collective biographies that work 
with the conceptual shift that had emerged in Chapter Two, and respond to my 
original research question — “In what ways might art making in collective 
biography open up thinking about the embodied toll of death, both personally and 
professionally?” Each paper stays with the trouble of death and maintains a focus on 
thinking and writing through art media and art making, theorised as a Baradian 
‘diffractive apparatus’ that disturbs and disrupts embodied memory. Through these 
papers, I develop a novel adaptation to collective biography, an innovative 
theorisation of art making, and introduce a new research methodology to art therapy 
that brings into play the work of art therapists and academics, and the work of art, in 
articulating encounters with death. 
 
The first paper is a collective biography co-authored with academics, followed by 
two papers in which I co-participated with end of life art therapists. These two 
papers are introduced by a discussion of what new materialist theory has to offer art 
therapy, and the challenge this theorisation, and the collaborative work of collective 
biography, posed for the art therapist participants in this research. The final co-
                                               
7 For example, Van de Putte et al., (2018), De Schauwer et al., (2018). 
8 For example, Davies et al. (2006), Linnell et al. (2008), Davies et al. (2009), Gannon & Davies (2011), 
Davies et al. (2013), Gale et al. (2013), Gonick (2013), McArdle et al. (2013), De Schauwer et al. (2017) 
and De Schauwer et al. (2018). 
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authored paper in this chapter brings the conceptual work of this research together 
through an encounter with the liveliness of thought, matter and death, by engaging 
with three stories and artworks from the two collective biographies with art 
therapists. Together, the six papers in this research assemblage work to explore the 
embodied toll of death, and the ways in which we might encounter and multiply the 
possibilities for conceptualising art media and art making in art therapy.  
 
Massumi, in the preface of his translation of Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand 
Plateaus (2004), suggested that in thinking conceptually, the question to ask is not 
whether something is true, or what it means, but what work does it do—“[w]hat new 
thoughts does it make possible to think? … What new sensations and perceptions 
does it open in the body?” (Massumi, in Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. xiv). Like 
Massumi, I am not interested in whether something is true, or what some thing 
represents. My project is to explore the ways in which the matter of art making in 
collective biography and other encounters with art, opens up sensations and 
perceptions in the body that make it possible to think differently about the residual 
toll of death through the liveliness of matter.  
 
Before presenting the six published papers in Chapters Two and Three, in the next 
section I introduce the participants in this research. The final piece of writing and art 
making is an ‘afterlude’ (Chapter Four), in which I attempt to ‘do justice’ to the work 
of the participants in this research. Here, I present the processural work of art 
making that stirred up the patterns of my thinking and writing, in bringing this 
essay, and this portfolio, together:  
 
… it is important to try to do justice to a text. It is about taking what you find 
inventive and trying to work carefully with the details of patterns of thinking 
(in their very materiality) that might take you somewhere interesting that you 






The entangled human ‘I’ who writes these words and makes art is always in excess 
of ‘me’, deeply and irrevocably entangled with a multiplicity of known and virtual 
interlocutors or not-known yet affective, participating, provocative bodies. Every 
body has stories to tell in ways that touch, and are entangled with, others. Not only 
human bodies, but bodies of art, ideas, things, architecture, landscapes, animals and 
places—bodies of, and as, the work of matter/ing. Bodies are sites of knowing, not 
boundaried or defined by surfaces, but “by their potential to reciprocate or co-
participate in the passages of affect” (Seigworth & Gregg, 2010, p. 2). All bodies 
(including atmospheric bodies) are both susceptible to and themselves generate 
ephemeral waves of intra-relational affect, ‘matter-movement’ or ‘matter-energy’ 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 2004) and become other in relation to other bodies, however 
subtly, in ways that cannot be captured, named, or easily articulated.  
 
The ‘I’ who writes is inextricably entwined in this research in multiple ways—as the 
collector and provider of plasticine, paint, rocks, wire and pastel; as an active 
participant in the messiness of art making and story-telling; in the on-going research 
itself, as an affective being in a process of transformation and change; and as a 
practising artist and art therapist working in end of life care. This work is a 
performance of ‘I et al.’, or Nancy’s circular and circulating non|human singular 
plural: 
 
Being cannot be anything but being-with-one-another, circulating in the with 
and as the with of this singularly plural coexistence … But this circulation goes 
in all directions at once, in all the directions of all the space-times [les espace-
temps] opened by presence to presence: all things, all beings, all entities, 
everything past and future, alive, dead, inanimate, stones, plants, nails, gods—




The human others participating with me in this body of work were academics—
Sheridan Linnell, Bronwyn Davies, Cath Laws—and Australian art therapists:9 
David Champion, Rose Clark, Sandy Cooper, Judy King, Fiona Scottney, and Jo 
Sullivan10. Each had different relationships and familiarities with visual art making, 
writing and research; and with death—also a lively participant in this research. 
Many other people participated in this research in different ways—art gallery 
visitors and guards, conference attendees and co-presenters, university 
administrators and the human ethics committee, my academic supervisors, Sheridan 
Linnell, Debbie Horsfall and Bronwyn Davies, journal reviewers and book editors. 
Through thousands of words written by others that have been absorbed into my 
thinking, the work of a multitude of inter-disciplinary theorists and scholars is 
present in this work. Specifically, I draw most heavily on the conceptual work of 
Karen Barad, Bronwyn Davies, Davies with Susanne Gannon, Gilles Deleuze, 
Deleuze with Félix Guattari, Elizabeth Grosz, Jane Bennett, Donna Haraway, Jean-
Luc Nancy, and many scholars who work with posthumanism, new materialism and 
non-representational methodologies. 
 
The places and spaces that participated in this work included the art therapy studios 
of Western Sydney and La Trobe Universities, the Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
kitchen tables, cafes, airplanes, hotels and conference spaces, a community hall, 
offices, backyards and studios. Whilst place is most often evoked to convey the 
specificity of a physical, geographic space, it is not simply a ‘research site’ or context, 
nor to be so easily overlooked in social inquiry (McCormack, 2013; Tuck & 
Mackenzie, 2015). Spaces have affective force and histories, which are actively 
engaged in any inquiry—they leak, leach and exert residual force.  
 
                                               
9 Whilst they are not named or identified in the published papers, these art therapists agreed to be 
acknowledged here for their contribution to the research. 




Inhabiting and entangled in these spaces were innumerable more-than-human 
others, all of whom (or which), in/formed and participated in the different research 
assemblages—including tables and benches, views and landscapes, audio and video 
recorders, emails, dreams, reams of 
notes, countless drafts and artworks, 
the family dog, wind, rain and light, 
laptops and mobile phones, artworks, 
stories, notebooks, computers, and a 
plethora of art media.  
 
This body of work thus becomes an 
assemblage of stories that traverse 
genres and languages of writing, art 
making, sensation, theories, affect, 
aesthetics, media and the porous 
borders of human and other-than-
human bodies. All are entangled 
‘surfaces’ that intra-act (Barad) in a 
visceral, affective exchange of matter-
energy (Author’s artwork opposite). 
 
I now turn to the six papers that, together with this essay and artworks, make up my 
doctoral project. Each of these papers is embedded in its published form, and 
situated within a particular disciplinary tradition, format and context, and each 
begins with a photograph of the research space/s. My aim in doing so is to bring the 
reader more closely into the spacetime of the research encounters—that are at the 




Chapter Two: The liveliness of matter 
 
The two papers in this chapter respond to the research question that emerged as the 
project progressed: 
 
How might we encounter the matter and mattering of art media and artwork as 
forceful, articulate and lively in ways that refuse representationalism or 
interpretive meaning-making, by listening through our bodies to the languages 
of matter and media? 
 
These papers introduce the inter-relational web of conceptual thinking that runs 
throughout this research, as discussed in the following section and developed in the 
papers. This web is imagined diagrammatically below, where the arrows indicate 





Corporeal listening to 
matter as a lively and 
agential co-participant 
	
The agency of matter, 
spaces and assemblages 
	
Thinking-with and through 
encounters with artworks, 





Residual affect in 
matter and space 
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Listening to matter 
 
 
In The Spell of the Sensuous (1996) Abram wrote, “at the most primordial level of 
sensuous, bodily experience, we find ourselves in an expressive, gesturing 
landscape, in a world that speaks” (p. 81). Things and places have language that exists 
outside human agency and intentionality. They speak, yell, sing, murmur, resonate, 
rustle and vibrate—not as ‘objects’, but as molecules of matter/ing, both in/organic 
and abstract. For example, the energy we may sense or ‘hear’ in an ancient forest, a 
therapy space, or in being-with works of art or music. I am not suggesting that every 
tree, atmosphere or artwork speaks with an intensity that can be sensed; nor am I 
implying that every melody, crayon, paint tube or pastel holds a particular power or 
is similarly captivating to those who encounter them. I am arguing rather that things 
and places hold not only associative or connotative force, and that nothing is 
‘inanimate’ or inert in a relational, materialist ontology. 
 
Listening to matter, or listening to the ethical call of ‘things’ is visceral. It stirs up a 
potent bodily response. In listening differently, matter no longer bends to our 
(human) will, but has the capacity to bend our attention (will and intention) away 
from the deterministic, the authoritative, the expected, the prescribed, and the 
predictable. Listening to matter differently requires us to persist, stay and pause at 
the ‘seductive threshold of explanation’ (Bansel & Davies, 2014) and to “slow the 
quick jump to representational thinking” (Stewart, 2007, p. 4). The problem then 
becomes, how might we articulate rather than explain or interpret an encounter with 
matter? 
 
Irigaray (1991) suggested that we must “discover a language which does not replace 
the bodily encounter … words which do not bar the corporeal, but which speak the 
corporeal” (p. 43). Making art is one way that we can language, articulate embodied 
knowing, or ‘speak the corporeal’ in a way that can be audienced or 
communicated—the vulnerability of love, giving birth (to some thing or thought), or 




The work of corporeal listening is similar to the curiosity of Davies’ (2014) emergent 
listening, rather than listening as usual11, in which we are swept up in mutually 
affective relation(ships), sense(abilities) and response(abilities): 
 
Emergent listening might begin with what is known, but it is open to creatively 
evolving into something new. Emergent listening opens up the possibility of 
new ways of knowing and new ways of being, both for those who listen and 
those who are listened to. (Davies, 2014, pp. 21-22) 
 
The (human) art makers in this research take Davies’ (2014) concept of emergent 
listening into conversation with other-than-human bodies, in being ‘co-interviewed’ 
by/with art media, across and within a plurality of temporalities (spacetimes) and 
affective assemblages—by listening to matter differently12, rather than ‘as-usual’. In 
extending human-centred listening to the conversation that takes place between 
human and other bodies, thought and matter implicate each other (Jackson, 2018, p. 
10). This means attuning to the often-surprising harmonies or dissonance generated 
by working (with) language differently, through movement, materials and matter—
listening to art-matter as eloquent, rather than as handmaiden to linguistic 
constructions.  
 
Listening to matter differently is risky. It makes us vulnerable to unpredictable 
affective forces. It has the potential to unsettle and disturb what is ‘known’ or taken 
for granted. Emergent listening involves wondering differently, and being open to 
the languages of matter and media in provoking thought beyond subjective, 
boundaried and individualising historicities. It is a slow listening13, requiring a 
                                               
11 Davies described this quality of listening as a Bergsonian form of creative evolution (Davies in 
Masschelein & Roach, 2018, p. 261), in which a less traditional conceptualisation of the qualitative 
‘interview’, like collective biography, “is not a fixed object or method but an entangled, creative 
unfolding of new ways of being and seeing” (ibid). 
12 See also Mazzei (2016) and Mazzei & Jackson (2017) on heterogeneous posthuman voice. 
13 See Macpherson & Fox (2016) for ‘slow listening’ to tactile art and art media in working with 
people described as living with learning disabilities. 
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different quality of attention, in which we open ourselves to the force and viscerality 
of matter, to trouble the already known and sweat out new thinking—where a 
transcorporeal, affective spark becomes, like intuition or instinct, a tool for thinking 
with things, before it can be named or framed through associative memory (cf. 
Ahmed, 2004; Schlunke, 2013). 
 
Listening through the body, through affect and the languages of matter, offers an 
escape from the cage of rationalism and evaluation, touching spaces of vulnerability 
and fragility that may otherwise be unreachable or unthinkable. As McCormack 
(2015) noted, there are things in the world that are inaccessible to and in excess of 
representation. Rather than struggling to understand, deconstruct (interpret or 
translate), or find representational meaning in the artworks, the art makers allowed 
“the work of art to work” (Kontturi, 2013, p. 19, citing O’Sullivan) on and in their 
bodies, in diffracting their thinking and writing.  
 
Listening to the liveliness or ‘thing-power’ of matter was the task of the two papers 
in this chapter. Bennett (2004) described thing-power as 
a protean flow of matter-energy and figures the thing as a relatively composed 
form of that flow … fostering greater recognition of the agential powers of 
natural and artifactual things, greater awareness of the dense web of their 
connections with each other and with human bodies. (p. 349) 
 
In what Vannini (2015a, p. 317) described as sensuous scholarship, in these two papers 
I/we consider what happens when we engage with the force of affect or ‘matter-
energy’ of artwork and art media to ask: how does matter work—what does an 
encounter with the lively force of art/media make possible? In these papers, we 
maintain a focus on ‘kin-aesthetic’ ways of knowing, being and becoming, and 
respond to the ‘call of things’. We take seriously Barad’s assertion that “feeling, 
desiring and experiencing are not singular characteristics or capacities of human 
consciousness. Matter feels, converses, suffers, desires, yearns and remembers” 




In the first paper, Materializing death: Art and mattering, I worked with art materials 
and artefacts that had been made with or belonged to clients in my clinical practice. I 
first presented this paper at the 2018 Congress of Qualitative Inquiry, together with 
the original artworks that were passed around among the audience. As vibrant 
matter that traversed geographic and affective spacetimes, the matter-energy that 
was potent in these material objects, and the stories they had to tell, took me very 
much by surprise. Far from being inert, the matter and mattering of paint, ink and 
paper had ‘sticky histories of association’ (Ahmed, 2004) and an affective force that 
was neither benevolent nor benign. 
 
The task of this paper was to think through art making about the matter, force, ‘thing 
power’ (Bennett 2010) or residual vitality of matter that remains in places, objects or 
‘stuff’ after death14. It makes explicit the ways in which matter becomes agential 
through human and other-than-human intra-actions, and enigmatically accumulates 
in material objects and spaces. Conceptualising matter and space as residually lively, 
challenges the art therapy notion of ‘containment’, which envisages therapy spaces 
and artwork as boundaried entities that act as symbolic containers for difficult 
emotions and the therapeutic relationship (Case & Dalley, 2014; Fish, 2012). 
  
                                               
14 See Cifor (2017) for a new materialist exploration of the affective and lively force of human remains 
stored in an unspecified LGBTQ archive. 
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The spaces of thinking/making/writing this paper, were a quaint cottage on the outskirts of 








© The Author(s) 2018
Article reuse guidelines: 
sagepub.com/journals-permissions





Materializing Dying: Art and Mattering
Jody Thomson1
Abstract
In this article, the author takes a post-anthropocentric (re)turn to matter and mattering, using art-making-as-inquiry to 
think-feel about the ways in which art and matter matters in end-of-life art therapy. Visual art-making and new materialist 
theories are entangled with(in) stories from clinical end-of-life art therapy practice, textually and texturally performing how 
it is to work with affect, vibrant matter, vulnerability, and death. It is based on a symposium presented by four researchers 
at the International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry in 2018 titled “Material Methods,” each mobilizing creative practices 





















The second paper in this chapter, Becoming With Art Differently: Entangling Matter, 
Thought and Love is a co-authored experiment that continues the work of listening to 
matter, this time to 100-year-old artworks by the late impressionist painter John 
Russell. We (Bronwyn Davies and I) each stayed with and listened to a specific 
artwork that had captivated us, abandoning any anthropocentric notion of ourselves 
as ‘rational’ individualised human subjects and surrendering to love, sensation and 
resonance. This paper mobilises new materialist and Deleuzian philosophy, mimetic 
art making15 and evocative writing, and was co-presented, together with my artwork 
related to this paper, at the 2019 Congress of Qualitative Inquiry. 
 
The conceptual work of this paper was to collapse the ‘boundaries’ between human 
bodies and bodies of art. We considered the ways in which a human-artwork 
encounter generated vibratory and sensory resonance between art and 
(being/becoming in) love through vibration and touch as an entangled space of sensory 
resonance. Encountering art in this way is congruent with the practice of art 
therapists in making and audiencing art made in therapy, and confounds the 
apparent finality of death by responding to the vibrancy of artworks made one 
hundred years ago—works that are alive and vibrant even though the person of the 
artist is dead. This research opens up thinking about the ways in which the vibratory 
force of affect moves between human and other material bodies, when no prior 
history or relationship existed between the artist or artwork and those who 
encounter it, as often happens in art therapy. 
 
                                               
15 Following a long tradition of fine art training in copying the work of the Masters, mimetic art 
making is an established practice in art therapy, in which the therapist re-produces the art made by 
people in therapy. Through this process of replication, the therapist attempts to come to a closer 
understanding of what the image, the original maker and the making are trying to articulate. 
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2.2 Becoming with art differently: Entangling matter, thought and love 
 
 
Exhibition entrance to “John Russell. Australia’s French Impressionist” at the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, Australia, 21 July – 11 November 2018. Photo credit: Art Gallery of New 





Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies
2019, Vol. 19(6) 399 –408
© 2019 SAGE Publications
Article reuse guidelines: 
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI  10.1177/1532708619 30123
journals.sagepub.com/home/csc
Article
830123 CSCXXX10.1177/1532708619830123Cultural Studies <span class="symbol" cstyle="symbol">↔</span> Critical MethodologiesThomson and Davies
research-article2019
Becoming With Art Differently:  
Entangling Matter, Thought and Love
Jody Thomson1 and Bronwyn Davies2
Abstract
In this article, we put new materialist concepts to work in an experiment in thinking-with-matter. We write our way 
into an encounter with two artworks by Australian French Impressionist John Russell, hanging in an exhibition space 
at the Art Gallery of New South Wales. In being-with and becoming-with the pictures, we go off the beaten track, not 
concerning ourselves with aesthetics, critique, meaning-making, or sociocultural conventions. We begin with W. J. T. 
Mitchell’s question what do pictures want? We extend his question, drawing on new materialist philosophers, to explore 
what is made possible when the matter of paint-on-canvas is encountered, not as inert, but as lively, affective, and intra-
active. Our experiment moves to what happens in between ourselves as human subjects and the more-than-human matter 






























Chapter Three: The toll of death 
 
 
In this chapter, I present three papers from collective biography workshops about 
death, and a fourth paper that (re)turns to some of these stories and artworks. These 
papers respond to my initial research question, and the thinking that was stirred up 
in the process of (co)authoring the papers in Chapter Two: 
 
In what ways might art making in collective biography open up thinking about 
the embodied toll of death, both personally and professionally?  
 
By paying close “attention to the inter-connected materiality of beings (human and 
otherwise) and of thought” (Linnell & Davies, 2015, np.), the work of the participants 
in these collective biographies was to push against representationalism, human 
exceptionalism and reflective thinking in storying the affective, lively and embodied 
toll of death. Entangling and distributing the agency of thought and matter in this 
way brings into question the notions of (human) causality and responsibility. 
 
As milieu (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004), each workshop had its own specificities, 
tonalities, timbre, rhythm and particularities. However, all worked to privilege what 
is sensed, in bringing affective memory stories back to the body as “an act of un-
forgetting through which the past is returned as a presence that is materially 
apprehended and refigured” (Barrett, 2015, p. 1), through visual and textual art 
making. These four papers were experiments in thinking through art making about 
the ways in which art making disturbs and diffracts the embodied stories we tell 




The diffractive apparatus of art making 
 
 
The methodology developed in these papers works against certainty and instead 
‘turns’ towards and embraces movement, sensation and affective entanglement. The 
concept of entanglement, as I am using it here, is closely related to Barad’s (2007) 
concepts of intra-action, and the phenomena of diffraction:  
 
… diffraction does not merely signify the disruption of representationalism and 
its metaphors of reflection … Diffraction is a material-discursive phenomenon 
that challenges the presumed inherent separability of subject and object, nature 
and culture, fact and value, human and nonhuman, organic and inorganic, 
epistemology and ontology, and material and discursive. Diffraction marks the 
limits of the determinacy and permanency of boundaries. (Barad, 2008, pp. 332-
3) 
 
Whilst not articulated explicitly until the final co-authored paper in this portfolio, all 
the papers in this chapter work with art making as a ‘diffractive apparatus’ (Barad, 
2007). A diffractive apparatus is understood here as a technology that disturbs or 
interferes with embodied memory and re-assembles thought in unexpected ways. 
One of Barad’s examples of a diffractive apparatus is an ocean breakwater with 
multiple openings (ibid, p. 77). Waves passing through these openings produce 
overlapping and e/merging patterns of differing amplitude as they move through 
the breakwater and combine, bend, slow and spread. 
 
Like Jackson (2016), I am “interested in the ontology of movement” (p. 183)—the 
movement in and of art making, and the movement of thought that art making 
extends—when fingers move brushes, stir paint, pour glue, smooth pastel, tap at 
keyboards, use scissors and mould clay. Rather than the obstruction of a breakwater, 
I invite you to imagine instead, art making as a peripatetic diffractive apparatus that 
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produces a “Kelvin wake”16. A ‘Kelvin wave pattern’ or wake is a characteristic 
surface pattern caused by an object (for example, a boat or kayak), moving through a 
body of water.  
 
Kelvin wave/wake pattern. Photo credit: Arpingstone at English Wikipedia. 
 
In this conceptualisation, both the water (thought) and the performance of art 
making are moving at different speeds and degrees of resistance: each affecting and 
affected by the other. A single body moves through, breaks apart17 and disturbs the 
reflective mirror of the water. It creates a disruptive wave pattern like ripples on the 
                                               
16 Named after Irish-Scottish sailor, mathematical physicist and engineer Lord Kelvin (William 
Thomson, 1824-1907), this wake pattern was thought to be a fixed mathematical angle of 19.5 degrees. 
However, more recent research (Ellingsen, 2014) suggests that the angle of the wake may vary, 
depending on the degree of turbulence under the surface of the water. 
17 The term diffraction, theorised by Haraway (1997) and Barad (2007), comes from the Latin 
diffringere, meaning to break apart. 
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surface of thought. When two or more objects move through the water in the same 
spacetime, the wave patterns or ‘wakes’ overlaps and becomes other in a process of 
continual movement and change18. 
 
The apparatus of diffraction enables us to learn about what is disturbed, and about 
the apparatus itself (Barad, 2007, p. 84). Conceptualising art making in this way 
offers a different understanding of what making art is doing in individual and group 
art therapy, in moving and stirring up thought in ways beyond psychodynamics. 
 
Collective biography also can be understood as a diffractive apparatus (De Schauwer 
et al., 2018) that focuses on movement (of thought) in seeking to obstruct, disrupt 
and interfere with clichéd ways of thinking and writing through rigorous 
questioning of embodied stories. In the collective biographies in this chapter, I 
develop a novel adaptation to the methodology that puts the diffractive apparatus of 
art making to work in the same way. By maintaining an insistent emphasis on visual 
art making, the matter and force of art media and art making, interfere with and 
diffract thought, opening up different patterns of knowing, rather than offering a 
repetition of normative and normalizing ways of thinking and storying ‘as usual’, 
the wake of death.  
 
The following papers extend the conceptual work of Chapter One in listening to 
matter differently, rather than as usual, and mobilise the apparatus of art making in 
collective biographies with art therapists and academics. The visual art making in 
these papers was rapidly executed, and for the art makers, minimally concerned 
with aesthetics, artistic skill or technical mastery. In making art, the human 
participants did “not so much interact as co-respond” (Ingold, 2012, p. 435) with 
matter and spaces as living forces that move and create beyond cognitive or 
                                               
18 A wake has, of course, other resonances in research. At a ‘wake’ (originally at least), people would 
stay a-wake in the presence of a corpse while stories and memories were shared about the person 
who died. A modern-day funeral wake is an informal social gathering associated with death. As a 
social rite, a wake recognizes that death affects communities as a whole, and is considered “a 
powerful part of the experience of reconciling the loss” (Hoy, 2013, p. 48). As a verb, however, ‘wake’ 
sits in startling, diffractive contrast to the common trope of death as ‘sleep’. 
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‘rational/ised’ limits and imaginaries. As such, each work of art multiply imbricates 
artist(s) and media, the spaces and practices of making, and the spaces of critique 
and (re)viewing. Here, art was made as research, to catch the mo(ve)ment19 of 
thinking differently, in which the matter of art and art making forces thought to open 
up. 
 
This approach to art making in research pays close attention to the “vitality, 
performativity, corporeality, sensuality, and mobility” (Vannini, 2015a, p. 318) of 
human and other-than-human entanglements. This does not make it incoherent. On 
the contrary, to touch and be touched by a world of bodies in vitally different 
unsystematised, ethical and sensory ways coheres into a vital and emergent 
materialist ontology. It is at the same time serious, experimental and lively play. It is 
both hopeful and despairing. 
 
The papers in this chapter continue the work of listening to matter, re-
conceptualising art media/making in art therapy as a diffractive apparatus, and 
develop a novel, art focused adaptation to collective biography that stretches the 
map that introduced the conceptual web in Chapter Two: 
                                               
19 Davies & Gannon (2009) described mo(ve)ment as the “doubled action ... of dwelling in and on 
particular moments of being, and of movement toward, or openness to, new possibilities both of 






The first paper, Entanglements between art-making and storytelling in a collective 
biography on the death of an intimate other (3.1) is a co-authored collective biography 
with art therapist/art therapy researchers and educators Sheridan Linnell and 
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myself, and academics Cath Laws and Bronwyn Davies. This paper 
methodologically anticipates the collective biographies with art therapists about 
their clinical work in end of life and palliative care that follow (3.2 and 3.3). We 
embarked upon this collective biography so as to experiment with methodology 
before I began the collective biographies with practitioners. This collective experiment 
and the paper we wrote from it came to matter in ways that exceeded our intent. In 
Barad’s (2015) words, we found ourselves entangled in  
 
the materiality of imagining together with the imaginative capacities of 
materiality … imaginaries with material existences in the thick now of the 
present—imaginaries that are attuned to the condensations of past and future 
condensed into each moment. (p. 388) 
 
The task of this collective of art makers, writers and (co)authors, was to explore what 
art making after story-writing20 produces and provokes, in re-imagining stories 
about the death of someone with whom we had had a significant relationship. We 
began by telling, critiquing and writing stories, then extended the inquiry into art 
making. Listening to art-matter/ing through the diffractive apparatus of art making 
enlivened our senses, and our sense of ourselves in relationship with a specific 
death. Stories that had lived in our bodies for decades were dramatically and 
radically transformed. This paper opens up thought about the agency of art media 
and art making, ‘finitude’ of death, and the transitional movement between 
discursive and material practices. 
  
                                               
20 For other examples of collective biography that incorporate art making after story writing see Davies 
et al. (2013), Gonick (2013), and De Schauwer et al. (2017). 
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3.1 Entanglements between art-making and storytelling in a collective biography 
on the death of an intimate other 
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BRONWYN DAVIES
Entanglements between Art-making and Storytelling in a
Collective Biography on the Death of an Intimate Other
ABSTRACT In this essay, the four authors explore the material and affective agency of
art-making in a collective biography workshop. We work with our memories of the death of
someone close to us, through stories, and through making art. Collectively we explore a spe-
cific, embodied moment of the particular deaths we have each experienced. The substantive
focus of our work is methodological. We concern ourselves with what is made possible
through including art-making in intra-action with the more usual storytelling/listening/
writing/reading/making of collective biography. KEYWORDS Collective biography; Art-
making; Diffraction; Intra-action; Death
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The following two papers present collective biography workshops in which I co-
participated with different groups of end of life and palliative care art therapists in 
Sydney and Melbourne21. These papers respond to my original research question, 
related to the ways in which we might explore the toll of death in end of life art 
therapy through collaborative and artistic research practices. The open question we 
began the collective biographies with was ‘how is it to work as an art therapist in 
end of life and palliative care?’ 
 
A further task of these papers was to explore what happens when the focus of 
inquiry shifts to art making in between spoken memory-stories and writing22. Whilst 
memory writing in collective biography was new to the art therapist participants, 
speaking or conversation, followed by rapidly executed and spontaneous art making 
was already familiar to them through their therapeutic practice and supervision. So, 
in place of the rigorous questioning of stories that aims to disrupt clichéd ways of 
thinking and writing, as is usual in collective biography, we made art. In these 
workshops, we told stories about our clinical experiences, made art, spoke about the 
artworks we produced, and ‘wrote to’ (Gale & Wyatt, 2018) or with, the art making 
process. Writing as emergent from art making re-distributes the agential hierarchy, 
destabilising the boundaries between linguistic re-presentations and material-
discursive practices of knowing-in-being and knowing-in-doing. 
 
In working with the stories and artworks generated in these workshops my focus 
was on what art media and the spaces of therapy are doing in ways beyond human-
centred intentionality—“[w]hat new thoughts does it make possible to think? … 
What new sensations and perceptions does it open in the body?” (Massumi, in 
                                               
21 The decision to conduct two separate collective biography workshops was made in order to 
include the broadest range of clinical experience. Further, on the basis of knowledge gained from my 
earlier research, the majority of the (few) Australian art therapists who specialise in end of life and 
palliative care are based in the cities of Sydney and Melbourne, where the workshops were 
conducted. 
22 The methodology of art making leading to story-writing follows the collective biography work of 
Linnell et al., (2008). Also see Manning (2015) for a discussion about the art process as generative of 
thought and writing. 
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Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. xiv). For this research collective, art making and story-
telling opened up spaces of unexpected vulnerability, unsettling the boundaries we, 
as therapists, try to maintain between our personal and professional lives, and each 
other. Through art making then writing about our encounters with death, different 
stories and different modes of narration emerged about the ways in which working 
with death affects and changes us.  
 
The assemblage of concepts, methodology and methods that I have mobilised in 
these papers is new to art therapy research. In art therapy practice, the plasticity, 
liveliness, capacities and dynamism of matter (which includes the art therapist, art 
media and spaces of therapy) to affect and be affected evidences itself, as manifested 
in the art making by the research participants in this project. However, without the 
conceptual tools that I introduced, new materialism and posthumanism, the art 
therapy literature, in large part, remains firmly human-centric. Fenner’s (2012, 2017, 
2019) work on affective therapy spaces and Linnell and Lever’s (2017) work on 
agential matter are notable exceptions. More usually, media are seen as tools to 
“elicit certain developmental, psychological, social, or spiritual experiences” (Van 
Lith & Bullock, 2019, p. 6). This literature23 describes tactile media in psychoanalytic 
terms, with a focus on appropriate use, practicality and safety, and assumes an 
ontological and epistemological binary between the language-using human and the 
passive, inert thing of matter. 
 
It is risky—see(k)ing the unpredictable, the new. It requires a “shift away from will, 
intentionality, and repetition, towards receptiveness to the not-yet-known (of self 
and other), and toward emergent possibilities of thought and being” (Davies, 2014, 
p. 36). The not-yet-known and art-as-inquiry are familiar concepts in art therapy and 
                                               
23 See for example, Gussak & Rosal (2015), Horowitz (2018), Hyland-Moon (2010) and Malchiodi 
(2012). Different media have also been addressed in terms of physical-spiritual aspects (Orbach & 
Galkin, 2016), and for use in assessment and diagnosis (for example, Kapitan, 2003; Pénzes et al., 2014; 
Snir & Regev, 2013; Snir, Regev & Shaashua, 2017). See also, ‘felt-sensing’ (Gendlin, 1997; Rappaport, 
2009), and the ‘Expressive Therapies Continuum’, critiqued by Linnell (2014), in which specific types 
of art media are described as activating and accessing different areas of the brain: for example, Hinz 
(2009), Kagan & Lusebrink (1978) and Lusebrink (2010). 
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also to the art therapist participants, all of them trained many years ago, as I was, in 
person-centred and/or psychodynamic art therapy. While some art therapy theory 
has developed considerably since then to include a more contemporary 
understanding of psychodynamic processes, and to complicate the notion of ‘person-
centred’ through understandings of intersectionality, diversity and power24, 
theorising practice remains constrained by anthropocentric notions of reflexivity, 
reflective thinking and representationalism—all of which hold the world at a 
protective distance, privilege the knowing human subject and separate words and 
things, past and present, matter and meaning, thought and affect. 
 
What was less familiar and less comfortable for my co-participants, then, was the 
shift away from human sovereignty and individualistic subjectivity. None had 
previously participated in a collective biography, nor were they familiar with the 
theoretical concepts available through poststructuralism, posthumanism or new 
materialism. Bringing these concepts to the art therapist practitioners in these two 
collective biographies was a radical departure from the interview or case study-
based, phenomenological and thematic research practices that are usual in art 
therapy.  
 
Introducing these concepts in the workshops threw us into new and de-stabilising 
territory. I was asking my co-participants to relinquish psychodynamic notions of 
individual subjectivity and the purportedly finite boundaries between our ‘selves’ 
and others that keep us ‘safe’ in our therapeutic work. I was asking them to ‘stay 
with the trouble’ (Haraway, 2016) of death and to be vulnerable in working 
collectively through art making, writing and reading their stories out loud. I was 
asking them to re-consider ways of knowing that are oriented toward an emergent, 
rather than a pre-existing world, that is an excess of unfolding happenings. And I was 
asking them to think and write from inside the encounter, to listen differently to art 
                                               
24 See, for example, Huss (2015) and Talwar (2018) on intersectionality, power and building an 




media, and to surrender the dominant art therapy discourses and languages25 of 
reflection and interpretation. These collective biographies disrupt both the human-
centric vernacular of art therapy, and its theoretical discourse, which constrains 
rather than enables the agency of matter in practice and research. 
 
The first of these papers, Stories painting pictures <<>> pictures painting stories: art-
making in collective biography about being an art therapist in end of life care (3.2) is a 
collective biography that again took place at the Western Sydney University art 
therapy studio—a space differently familiar to the therapists through their training 
and teaching. Some of us carried additional media to this generously supplied art 
making space. Bringing the residual traces of other lives into the research space 
introduced for us, as co-participants, an unexpected and a differently experienced 
affective force. One of the therapist-participants brought her folder of clinical 
‘response art’26, and another a treasured box of pastels, given to her by her first 
client. I brought an array of art materials that had been used in my art therapy 
practice with terminally diagnosed adults, together with audio and video recording 
devices. In this workshop the latter were, for some participants, experienced as a 
surveilling and ‘boundary-drawing’ apparatus (Nordstrom, 2015) with agential force 
on and in the research assemblage: affecting, like an undertow, what was and could 
be spoken about. 
 
Over two days, we told numerous stories and made and wrote to more than one 
artwork—many of which danced with/in the slippages and boundaries of 
representationalism and sensation, interpretation and affect, vulnerability and 
courage. The art and stories that I chose to work with in this paper were ones that 
materialise and bring to life what was sensed in the collective telling, listening and art 
                                               
25 As MacLure (2013, p. 666) noted, discourse and language are not synonymous in ‘post’ or non-
representational research.  
26 Art making by therapists about their clinical work, or what is commonly termed in art therapy 
response art, is made “to contain, explore, and express clinical work’’ (Fish, 2008, p. 70). Response art is 
also made in a supervisory context (for example, Brown et al., 2007; Carpendale, 2011; Fish, 2017) and 
viewed as reflective ‘processing’ of past clinical encounters (Wadeson, 2003). 
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making about working in end of life care, rather than one specific story about a 
clinical encounter. These were affectively and collectively sensed stories that “hung 
in the air like droplets of sadness and particles of grief and intimacy, vibrating in the 
tiny bones in our ears, inhaled as pastel dust and absorbed into our skin as ink, 
paint, glue and greasy clay—particles that fell into, and became our artworks” 
(Paper 3.2, p. 9).  
 
The second collective biography with art therapists, Working with death through art 
and story: A collective biography (3.3), was conducted over two consecutive days at the 
art therapy studio at La Trobe University in Melbourne. Two of the participants I 
met for the first time at the workshop, although they all either knew, or knew of, 
each other. Each therapist had a different relationship with the studio space through 
their own teaching or training. Travelling with me interstate to this workshop was a 
heavy suitcase of art materials, and the recording devices used in the Sydney 
workshop. One participant brought a box of collage pieces from her work many 
years earlier in mental health, and one brought magazines for use in collage.  
 
This paper works to materialise the way in which visual art making by artist-art 
therapists in collective biography can transform descriptive and specific accounts of 
professional encounters with death into evocative narratives. These stories were 
encounters from our clinical work that echoed events in our personal lives in some 
way, and our sense of ourselves in those events in ways that resonated in the space 





3.2 Stories painting pictures <<>> pictures painting stories: art-making in 




The art therapy studio space at Western Sydney University, Australia. Photo by Jody 
Thomson. 
 
                                               
27 This paper was accepted for publication on 10 October 2019. As it has yet to be typeset, I have 











Stories Painting Pictures <<>> Pictures Painting Stories: Art-making in Collective 
Biography about being an Art Therapist in End of Life Care 
 
	
ABSTRACT In this essay, I work with the stories and artwork generated by a small group of visual art therapists, 
who came together in a collective biography workshop. All of the participants, including the author, specialize in 
end of life and palliative art therapy. As a collective, we worked to bring our experiences back to our bodies 
through stories, art-making and writing, to explore how working with people in the last days, weeks or months 
of their lives affects us and to make visible our experiences of death, vulnerability and love—experiences that 
might otherwise have been impossible to know. KEYWORDS Art therapist; End of life; Arts-based Research; 












































































Art media set up prior to the workshop in the art therapy studio space at 
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This final paper, Enchanted encounters with the liveliness of matter and art forcing 
thought, brings together the thinking and art making of two art therapists, both 
interested in new materialism. We (Sheridan Linnell and I) entangled ourselves in 
three of the stories and artworks about working with death that were generated in 
the collective biographies with art therapists (3.2 and 3.3). In staying with the trouble 
of death in these texts, we were thrown into new terrain, and became differently 
disturbed and enchanted by death in all its specificity, and global posthuman 
complexities.  
 
Most modern dictionary definitions refer to enchantment as deeply pleasurable, 
captivating and even magical. Enchantment, according to Bennett (2001) is a sensual 
experience that is both joyful and disturbing. Enchantment is an openness to the other 
that can be both enlivening and troubling, comforting and unsettling—not ‘past’, but 
dynamic, and viscerally sensed in each emerging moment. Through an enchantment 
with the lively matter/ing of these visual and narrative stories we ask: What is the 
work of art, and what forces can art harness to de/re/territorialise, disrupt and 
diffract thought about the in/tolerability of death? 
 
A particular focus of this paper was making space for emergent thought (and the 
spaces of making art)—actual and virtual, real and imagined28. Through different 
artistic languages, we experimented with the ways in which everything collaborates 
in research—spaces, affects, materials, artworks, narratives and theories. As Speedy 
(2012) wrote, “all writing is collaborative, insofar as all writing is an embodied and 
imagined accumulation of selves and stories” (p. 355) and, I would add, of a multitude 
of other lively human and other entities. Here, I return to the mimetic art making in 
the first two papers in this portfolio (2.1 and 2.2), and Sheridan takes off on a line of 
flight into planetary scales of death. This paper diffracts and disrupts boundaries 
between what is living and what is dead; what is lively and deathly in bodies of 
                                               
28 For an interesting posthumanist ‘eco-centric’ account of writing about and with geographical (built) 
spaces, “psychogeography”, see Mcphie (2018). 
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memory and matter; and what is in/tolerable, in staying with the trouble of death in 
end of life art therapy.  
 
This paper brings together the entangled threads that this research experiments 
with—the work of art making and ‘writing as inquiry’ (for example, Gale & Wyatt, 
2012, 2018; Richardson, 2003; Richardson & St Pierre, 2018; Speedy, 2013); the 
mattering of matter, stories and art; collaborative research practices; and the 
in/tolerability of death in its specificity and its cumulative toll. 
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A B S T R A C T
In this essay, the authors work through the concept of enchantment in an encounter with the matter and
mattering of art and narratives about how it is to work with those who are dying and those who are bereaved.
Through visual and poetic art-making, they ask, what matters about this matter that is art; what distributive
agency, affect and effect do media, places and atmospheres have in terms of what is made possible in specific
spacetime assemblages of therapy or research; what emerges if we allow matter its agential and ethical due as
alive, energetic, always becoming, even in the face of death? In this multiply entangled sense, they ask, not what
the matter of art means or represents, but what can matter do, what forces can it harness to force thought?
1. Introduction
This is an essay about enchantment:
Enchantment consists of a mixed bodily state of joy and disturbance,
a transitory sensuous condition dense and intense enough to stop you
in your tracks and toss you onto new terrain and to move you from
the actual world to its virtual possibilities. (Bennett, 2001, p. 111)
We essay here into the diffractive possibilities of enchantment with
matter—specifically the matter of art media as lively and affective1
agents in the relationscapes (Manning, 2009) of research. We venture
into the joyful and disturbing terrain of researching what matters when
accompanying others into encounters with death. In doing so, we un-
cover how a performative (doing/making/sensing/becoming-with) en-
tanglement with the force of matter with|in particular ‘making spaces'
has the capacity to take us elsewhere by forcing thought in different,
and often unexpected ways.
We work with and are moved by stories and artwork that emerged
from two art and collective biography workshops,2 in which the art(ist)-
therapist-storytellers spoke of their experiences, created artworks and
wrote narratives about how it is to work with those who are dying and
bereaved. In a similar way to writing as inquiry (Richardson and St
Pierre, 2018; Speedy, 2013), art was made in those research workshops
to generate, light up and make knowledge visible rather than describe
the already known and seen—by thinking-with the texture and color of
paint and paper, the stickiness of glue, and the density of clay—where
“all these bodies co-acting are what do the job” (Bennett, 2015, p. 234).
The event of death, whilst anticipated in end of life care, is often
unpredictable. Art therapists, like other allied health professionals (social
and pastoral workers, occupational and music therapists) are not usually
present when death occurs. They tolerate working with death, grieve and
mourn the often-intimate relationships formed with people who are
dying in different social and cultural ways—some through denial, some
through art-making, ritual and supervision, and some engage in the
tyranny of positivity, “chronic niceness” (Duesbury, 2005, p. 202), dark
humour and defensive platitudes (Hardy, 2005; Sibbett, 2005; Thomson,
2016; Wood, 2005). They are then left to make space for the residual
affect of what may be an unbearable and intolerable dark enchantment,
in what is im/materially left behind—not only accumulated memories
and stories, but folders of artwork and half-finished paintings.
2. The work of art and matter
Rather than doing ‘arts-based research’ (Leavy, 2018, emphasis added),
we are enchanted by the ‘work of art’ (Meskimmon, 2003),3 which, like
dreams and other ‘transgressive data’ (St. Pierre, 1997), can take us into
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emospa.2020.100656
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1 A key resource in this work is a Deleuzian conceptualization of affect as a pre-conscious, a-subjective and non-linguistic intensity sensed by the body. For a critical
overview of contemporary affect theories see Leys (2011). See also Wetherell (2012, 2015), Bille and Simonsen (2019) and Gregg and Seigworth (2010).
2 The two workshops (Thomson, 2019, 2020) from which the stories and art that we work with are drawn were methodological variations on collective biography
(Davies and Gannon, 2006, 2012). In foregrounding art making research and giving matter its due, ‘collective’ includes assemblages of human and more-than-human
agents, and ‘biography’ includes working with the stories and images of the life of matter, as well as human lives.
3 Both authors are artists, writers, art therapists, art therapy researchers and educators.
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the as yet unknown, unthought or unspeakable. As we intra-act4 with the
matter of what came to matter in those workshops, we see how the art-
making, artworks and narratives of each person involved—including
ourselves—deterritorialise and force thought, and also how thought is
reterritorialised in the making, viewing and narrating of the works. This
back and forth struggle between new materialist and humanistic ontolo-
gies speaks to us of the persistent vitality and agency of matter—and also
of the insistent anthropocentric refrain in which a romantic spiritualiza-
tion of vibrancy is “bound up with a hubristic demand that only humans
and God can bear any traces of creative agency” (Bennett, 2010, p. 120).
While wanting to engage with these tensions in our essay, our ap-
proach is not to interpret or analyse the artworks and stories and
thereby entrap ourselves in theoretical or methodological rigor mortis.
Nor do we wish to subject those who make and are made by these
stories and artworks to a disembodied gaze, as that would reinforce a
mode of human subjectivity that is reflexive yet problematically self-
centred. Rather, we work with more-than-human agencies to do theory,
opening ourselves up to the ways in which matter touches or brushes up
against thought—where neither matter nor meaning is ontologically
prior, but mutually constitutive and entangled—where, in a Baradian
onto-epistemology (Barad, 2007), “practices of knowing and being
cannot be isolated from one another, but rather are mutually im-
plicated” (Mazzei, 2014, p. 745).
Refusing to be bound by the grammar of human agency (Bennett,
2010), we instead embrace the poetics of lively matter. This perfor-
mance of a (non)human ontological reciprocity5 assembles the agency
of human theories of the non-human6 together with the agency of
things—when the corporeal tangles with the incorporeal, becoming a
trans-corporeal (Alaimo and Hekman, 2008) agentic assemblage, in
which thought emerges through an encounter with matter. Thought is
compelled by some thing—by an encounter with the world that seizes us
and that we grasp affectively:
Something in the world forces us to think. This something is not an
object of recognition, but a fundamental encounter… [that] may be
grasped in a range of affective tones: wonder, love, hatred, suffering.
In whichever tone, its primary characteristic is that it can only be
sensed. (Deleuze, 1994, p. 139)
By thinking Bennett's concept of enchantment as a transitory sensual
embodiment together with Deleuze’ evocation of how an affective en-
counter with the world forces thought, we grasp what had previously
escaped us. We are thrown into new terrain.
In this essay, Jody and Sheridan write to and with each other. We
are similarly and differently emplaced, sometimes geographically co-
located, sometimes in different countries and time-zones, networked
into different and overlapping spacetime assemblages. Sheridan begins:
I am sitting inside at a long, pale wooden table tapping at the black keys
of a rose-gold laptop on a Sunday morning - reading and writing about
the agency of matter with the sun slanting out of reach across the front of
the inner west Sydney apartment, a cool breeze moving the curtains aside
and the sky an enticing slice of blue. Perhaps I will be sitting here when
you read this, or sleeping. Or wakeful, listening to the night life of distant
trucks rumbling, bats winging and shrieking, someone calling out
raucously in the backstreets and stumbling home. The sky will be dark
and pierced with stars, as though infinite space has a silver lining. One of
those piercings may be a pinhole through which these words diffract and
come to matter differently in the space and time of your now.
We (Jody and Sheridan) are enchanted (disturbed and inspired) by
matter and what matters in producing and performing art-making as
research. Seeking not to “superimpos[e] …. human values onto the
ontology of the world” (Barad, 2015, p. 162), or suggest that matter is
sentient in the same ways as humans, we prefer to respond as best we
can to the ethical call of things. We attempt to work at the joyful and
disturbing point where “the us and the it slipslide into each other”
(Bennett, 2004, p. 349). Art making research requires a sensate and
affective “way of thinking art that does not begin with form, but rather,
with force … less interested in the interpretation of forms (conventions
of artistic appearance) than in an analysis of art forces, or rather, the
expressive potentials of materials” (jagodzinski & Wallin, 2013, p. 8).
In this lively material ontology, every thing and body is doing some-
thing beyond our anthropocentric imaginaries. Matter acts, performs,
has different properties, capacities and work to do—watery paint runs
off the table; gusts of wind blow away carefully selected collage pieces;
glue and clay dry, harden and crack—“[m]atter makes itself felt …
[because] feeling, desiring and experiencing are not singular char-
acteristics or capacities of human consciousness. Matter feels, con-
verses, suffers, desires, yearns and remembers” (Barad, 2012, p. 59). All
matter/bodies become other through movement, touch and affect. In
turn, the material art we generate in and as research is, and is be-
coming, bundles of affects, forces and intensities in which the force of
matter forces thought.
It is in this non-representational and multiply entangled sense that we
are asking, not what matter means, but what can it do. Not what abstracted
thought means, either, but rather what embodied thought can do, and how
thinking-through-art-making can harness forces that enliven, vivify and
make knowing visible. Moving from noun to verb, we ask what art forces.
We are not alone in going off the beaten path of traditional versions
of qualitative analysis. Throughout this essay, we acknowledge many
human others and their texts who have ‘led us astray’.7 The art works
and stories, the art-making and story making, lead, enchant and work
with and through us—performing the ways in which, for instance, the
liquid force of water rips open one story exposing dread, and in another,
the stickiness of glue exposes a seeping and thrashing web of anger, and
how the weighty and viscous matter of grief limits movement-as-thin-
king—all of which force thought toward the (in)tolerability of death.
This intra-action of our-selves with matter and making forces the
question of what work art-making and art media do; what matters about
this matter folded and forced into the indeterminant domains of ‘art’,
‘research’ and ‘therapy’? What distributive agencies, affects and effects
are made possible in/as/by these specific spacetimematter8 assemblages?
In terms of artworks … a new materialist perspective would be in-
terested in finding out how … pleats of matter are realized in the real.
(Dolphijn and Van der Tuin, 2012, p. 91, emphasis added)
Our work in this essay is to real-ise and make visible these pleats of
matter and mattering—this requires being “open to the world's
4 Intra-action (as different from inter-action) is Barad's (2007) neologism with
which she argued that entities do not pre-exist, but are shaped in entangled
relations. Also see Pickering's (1995) ‘mangle’, actor-network theory (Latour,
1996) and object-oriented ontology (Bogost, 2012), all of which stress an im-
bricated human-non-human onto-epistemology.
5 This has also been addressed as relational materialism (Hultman and Lenz
Taguchi, 2010), agential realism (Barad, 2007), enfleshed materialism
(Braidotti, 2013), viscous porosity (Tuana, 2008), and trans-corporeality
(Alaimo, 2014).
6 In particular, Haraway (2016), Barad (2007, 2012, 2015), Bennett (2010,
2015), Grosz (2008), and the philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 1994).
7 Art therapists have a long familiarity with the agency of matter and with the
joys and disturbances of allowing art-making to lead us, get under our skin,
reshape us. This essay relies on that knowledge even while it seeks to find new
ways to challenge the tendency of discourse, including art therapy discourse, to
reconstitute the primacy of human agency.
8 It is interesting to consider space (both real and imagined) within space-
timemattering: in acknowledging the agency of specific places and understand
places as assemblages of histories, affects, objects, human and more-than-
human, and to think how the relationship between positioning (a discursive
construct) and emplacement (a more geospecific one) comes together when
understood through new materialisms.
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aliveness, allowing oneself to be lured by curiosity, surprise, and
wonder” (Barad, 2015, p. 154). The more that we open to the world's
aliveness, the more we must “stay with the trouble” (Haraway, 2016) of
death and dying, tolerate a discomforting kinship with suffering, terror
and disturbance in the personal and planetary registers and scales of all
that matters. This is what it means to be enchanted by matter.
3. Lively matter forcing thought
In what follows, we present three artworks (Figs. 1, 2, 4, 6 and 7
including details) and narratives (in boxed text) that emerged in an art
and collective biography workshop to explore how it is to work as an art
therapist with the dying and bereaved. We then offer our kinaesthetic
reading of and diffractive response to these texts through a material
encounter with paper, glue, pastel, water, clay, cellophane, keyboards
and screens.
The workshops ‘took place’ over two days at separate university art
therapy studios, somewhere that was already a practiced and practicing
space. Working with|in the atmosphere of the studios mattered similarly
and differently, to and with, the human and other actors it envel-
oped—creating the “kind of indeterminate affective ‘excess’ through
which intensive space-times can be created” (Anderson, 2009, p. 80).
Each of the participating art(ist)-therapist-storytellers was not only
experienced in end of life and palliative art therapy, but also an artist
and art therapist familiar with qualities and potential of various art
media, and with extemporaneous, or ad hoc visual story-telling. They
told not only stories about working with those who are dying and be-
reaved, but also stories about their stories, and stories about their art-
making.
One of the authors of this essay, Jody, conducted and participated in
the workshop. She was present in and entangled with everything and
everybody in the ‘making space’ of the studios, and in ‘making space’ for
the research. The other, Sheridan, was located both inside and outside
the research, and inside and outside a making space so familiar to her
that she was affectively engaged even in her absence. Sheridan en-
countered the materialities and memories of the workshop ‘second
hand’—a resonant phrase for the process of engaging, through making,
handwriting and typing, with ‘data’, understood in this context as that
which is generously given.9
In encountering these artworks, stories and the stuff that makes
them, Jody and Sheridan re-search “how materialities activate thought
and how thought activates materialities” (Niccolini et al., 2018, p. 324).
We attempt to enter into, recognize and honor these texts, and also to
diffract them through the apparatus of our thinking, writing and
making. Enchanted, Sheridan imaginatively encounters the stories and
artworks created in the workshop and riffs off them, her thought (sig-
nified by indented italics) forced into unexpected yet related fictional
landscapes and spacetimes. Enchanted, Jody enters into the terrain of
the workshop and its iterations through an artistic practice of mimesis
that always produces something new. She takes up the materials and
processes used by the three art(ist)-therapist-storytellers10. Through a
haptic kin-aesthetic encounter with art-matter, she makes art making
research (Figs. 3, 5 and 8 with surrounding text). At points, we come
together (in plain text), “riding the waves” of creative and “collabora-
tive-writing-as-inquiry” (Gale and Wyatt, 2018) along with a multi-
plicity of non|human others, in writing the poetics of making.
We offer three of our specific encounters with what came to matter
in and beyond the workshop: each time presenting the participa-
ting|participant art and narrative, and then the further writing and
making that was provoked. There is both intimacy and rigour in all of
these deathly and lively encounters. Our bodies become sites of af-
fective intensity, of wonder, love, joy, hatred and suffering. Our
thoughts are forced toward death. We are joyous and profoundly
disturbed.
We begin with the following participant|participating artwork11
(Fig. 1) and story.
After making this artwork, the story-teller said:
that little figure standing on the edge of the abyss is meant to be
there. You see this crack can open and engulf him, and that's the
fear. That crack was an accident, because I didn't know what I
was doing. I used water for some reason—I thought what am I
using water for it's really fucked up the centre of the image, and
the paper developed its own crack through the water. Then I
thought, that wants to open up. So I opened it up. I knew, as I was
opening it up, I thought … I know what's behind here… when this
splits open and you're in danger of being engulfed by emptiness,
by dread—this is an image of dread for me.
On the second day of the workshop, the artist said of the art-making
experience, “I'm not sure I should have done this yesterday—it took me
to a very dark place last night. That's what grief's like for me—like the
world as I've constructed it in my own mind cracks open—reality cracks
open—the reality I wanted cracks open and loss just begins to open up,
and that [the hole in the centre] can get bigger and bigger, and that [the
swirling vortex] can engulf everything.”
Fig. 1. Artwork by workshop participant.
9 Data is the plural of datum, Latin for ‘something given’, originally in the
sense of a gift rather than a truth (Kathie Crockett, pers. comm. July 2018).
10 This kinaesthetic art therapy method for attuning to the artwork and its maker
dates back to one of the founders of art therapy, Edith Kramer, who encouraged her
students to “copy client art as a means of intensifying… empathy and understanding
for the artist”, arguing that “to know an artwork, one had to draw it” (Gerity and
Ainlay Anand, 2017, p. 175). In our experience, this is not an uncommon thinking
strategy amongst current art therapists in their practice, and in clinical supervision.
Re-making artwork is a centuries old practice of art training in copying the Masters
of fine art, and a deeply respectful way of sensory learning how it is to move with a
brushstroke, how it feels to blend, mould, compose, and captivate. (Classical musi-
cians ‘know the score’ on this practice, each performance honouring and extending
upon a composition than in turn ‘trains’ the musician.)
11 We coined the neologism ‘participant|participating artworks’ in an attempt
to catch the sense in which the artworks do not simply belong to the humans
participating in the workshop—the artworks themselves are always actively
participating in and shaping the research. But then, when does our writing
become boughed down by the weight of language that inadvertently reinscribes
the primacy of logos, even in the attempt to create something new?




Grief has slowly eroded the surface of existence. Suddenly I fall through
a hole in the painted universe and land in a garbage dump of all the
theories that I have used to ward off the irrefutable fact of my own
insignificance in spacetime. How to put aside the very things I use to
sustain meaning and to break my fall? Each of us is as unique and
beautiful, and small and ephemeral, as a mote of dust dancing in the
receding light.
Jody
Abstractly and distractedly, rubbing round and round, moving my
body, blending colours until they bleed into each other, my hands covered
with pastel dust. Painting with water weakens and tears the seal of this
paper universe. I pry it open carefully, not too much, just enough. Through
it I can see the dull wooden table, water pot, a scattering of pastel sticks. I
block that ‘now’ with black card from behind and it becomes a bottomless
blackness. Thin spidery lines stage the small black figure. It looks a bit like
a cloaked magician, or perhaps like Chiron, the ferry-man who carried the
dead across the River Styx. I wonder about the hole that I have worried
open. Its edges curled upwards as if something has torn its way through
from behind. Ripped its way through, escaped. Something that happened by
accident, something that weakened from painting with too much water, too
many tears.
The second artwork and narrative emerged from a story about
managing multiple deaths in a long-term community-based art therapy
group for adults living with cancer.
I wanted to collage something pretty, with flowers, frangipanis.
What I ended up making was something angry, ugly and messy …
paper that looked solid until pulled, showing a web of holes, laid
straight onto the glue, pushing and pulling, stretching the web,
making holes, getting rougher, angrier … not how I must appear
to others, no holes showing here, the all-good, on-time capable
therapist, managing the stress, holding it together … a magazine
image of a shark jumps out at me, its open jaws coming toward
me … it fits the big hole I have made in the black paper … I try to
soften them with blue ink, and it bleeds all over the page, seeping
through the layers onto the table. I try blue paint. Neither works,
so I push a bit more, a bit harder, and the edges of the glue-paper-
collage begin to tear. I think about how quickly some people die.
Their death happening between sessions, when we are some-
where else, with someone else, thinking someone else … and each
time the seemingly solid black web stretches a bit more, until the
angry holes happen. Then the thrashing starts until a chunk of
flesh comes away … I really want to soften it, make it better. I
think about innocence and naivety, about the young child who
was told the hospice where she came to die was a hotel. On the
other side is a deer with its legs stuck in the black web. Beautiful,
always alert to danger, trapped, tense. As I feel tense now,
overwhelmed … These are the ones that get through our ‘shark-
proof netting’, that stretch our boundaries to breaking, and seep
into us … It's almost painful to touch it now, dangerous, like it
might cut me. It feels so rough and scratchy and brittle.
Sheridan
The death hotel—a relatively short stay option, brutally so for the child
in this story. Luxurious if you are one of the lucky few to be born at a
fortunate conjunction of time, place and privilege—that is, until you have
to check out. The concierge has a haunted look but don't worry—he's just
an out-of-work actor. (Remember those homophobic Grim Reaper ads
when the timespacemattering of AIDS was reduced to and spread across
all the surfaces of modern life as an epidemic of hate and fear—once that
was no longer sanctioned, where else could he get a job?) You can walk
through the ivy covered pillars of the art deco hotel portico and it's just a
stroll to the beach. Wade a little way into the shallows and you become
an entanglement of tentacles, slimy fronds and human limbs. The crushed
shells of a thousand dying molluscs cut into the tender soles of your feet.
Swim out to deeper water at your own risk. Doubt has already gnawed
holes in the shark-netting. Predatory shapes follow you back to the shore.
Fig. 2. Detail of Figure 1.
Fig. 3. Jody's mimetic artwork.
Fig. 4. Artwork by workshop participant.
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In the ambiguous grey of early morning and at the fading of the day,
hooded figures in grey anoraks comb the sand for the scrap metal of
disappointed expectations, accumulating a mountain of grief that casts a
long, cold shadow over the eroding sands.
Jody
Massaging thick glue, stretching the webbed paper. Digging in with my
nails tears it open. Cutting out the shark's teeth, opening up the stuff of death.
Cutting out the girl. Cutting her from her mother's arms. She smiles at me so
trustingly. I give her a flower to hold. Something beautiful, if only for a little
while. Keep looking at me— don't look at the shark! Rubbing with paint and
ink tears the straight blue edges. It doesn't feel like I'm softening it, but
wearing it down, trying to make it ‘less’. I want to keep going, keep rubbing,
biting death back. It was hard to embed the deer's feet in the webbing. Didn't
feel right to trap it. It too watches me. Or have I got this the wrong way
round? Could it be my innocent trust, my fear, my power, my denial and my
trapped vulnerability that stares back at me?
The following and final artwork transformed itself. It was made on
the first research day, and collapsed over the ensuing two weeks, when
the maker returned for the second workshop day.
Coming back to this artwork, the maker said,
Oh wow… I'm leaving it as it is for the moment. My desire is to put it
back up again—nothing that can't be fixed! … Interesting, I'll leave it
like that [and continued] I was thinking this morning how death
tricks you. You'd think with all my work—I will often get told, they
probably won't be here next week, and then they are, and maybe
three months later, and I'd think, but you were supposed to be gone.
And I feel so tricked sometimes … So there's a part of me that goes
okay prepare and then it's all in vain because they're still alive …
I wrote about my artwork. I called it “Upwards and Outwards”
because the tree was upwards and outwards, before it fell …
This artwork feels dangerous. I am venturing into unsafe waters.
Plasticine is my medium. I try to veer away from it but it draws me
back. What I wish to convey must be three-dimensional. This urge is a
need… A tree begins to emerge, as I use brown plasticine for the tree
trunk. I mould, smooth and squeeze with my fingers as I manipulate
the plasticine for the trunk. It must be solid. It must be able to support
the life that will be above it. It must stand alone and I add tree roots
to give it stability—to give life. I choose blues and green watercolour
to cover the white base. The colours bleed into each other. It is both
beautiful and disturbing. The colours are peaceful. I wanted them to
reflect nature. It doesn't feel right. ‘Upward and outward’. I want it to
be visible. I want it to have dimension. I add leaves to the tree. There
are not enough. I want the tree to look abundant but time is running
out—always running out. It makes me think of those who have died
too soon—who never had a chance to live. I feel frenzied and I am
surprised to find the glue all over my hands and limiting my next
move. My hands have felt greasy and sticky throughout the whole
process. I accept the tree for what it is and I let it go. My fingerprints
are engraved in every piece of plasticine limb, trunk and most espe-
cially the leaves … I find a piece of clear cellophane and wrap and
glue the base. The process feels haphazard but the finished product is
together. The tree is placed in the middle. The tree roots cannot pe-
netrate cellophane, as it is not porous. This distresses me. The tree
needs the base to give it life yet they are two separate pieces.
All those feelings down underneath [in the watercolour/
cellophane]—I never share them with anyone … I feel like I've
come out of the shadows in this process. There are parts of me
that I've been questioning and thinking ‘is that right, maybe I'm
not giving enough’. And that's been the story of my life.
Sheridan
In the alternate multiverse of this ‘restore-y’, we are living in the Plasticene.12
Fig. 5. Jody's mimetic artwork.
Fig. 6. Artwork by workshop participant.
Fig. 7. Collapsed artwork by workshop participant.
12 The Plastiscene is an imaginary alternative to the Holocene, which in
geological time began at the end of the Pleistocene with the retreat of the
glaciers, and a complement to the concept of the Anthropocene, where the
consequences of the assumption of human separation from and sovereignty over
other life forms and agentic matter has irrevocably damaged matter/what truly
matters.
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The Plasticene is marked by the ascent and primacy of matter that
matters. HuMan agency is only one of many forces that shape this world
and is moreover receding in the face of what some humans have called
Thing Power. Worldlings (i.e. humans as perceived from the point of view
of alien life forms that are themselves the projection of human imagin-
aries) cede precedence to the processes of worlding, the ongoing becoming
of multiverses. Above, a human being who is very much drawn to the
ethico-onto-epistem-ology13 of the Plasticene—which is a fancy way of
saying that she as an art therapist is drawn toward what matters in this
particular world(ing)—has documented a plasticene lifeform that looks
very much like what we usually call a tree. She almost inevitably
struggles with the problem faced by all heuristic researchers who seek to
understand otherness by bringing it back to what we already know.
The Plasticene lifeform looks somewhat like but does not act like a tree.
Trees are part of a complex ecosystem and take many years to grow. The
Plasticene lifeform responds rapidly to the warmth and dexterity of the
art therapist's hands. It springs up in minutes—a wide rooted chocolately
brown trunk and branches and rich green oval leaves arising mir-
aculously from the shining transparent base of watercolour on paper and
scrunched cellophane. The Plasticene lifeform is a joyful assemblage of
highly pliable synthetic, colourful modelling material with the bones and
tendons and flesh of human hands linked by sparking synapses to the art
therapist's memory of trees and assumptions of healthy normativity
(laden with leaves). But when the hands draw back and the armature of
sinew and bone is no longer available, the tree falls down. The art
therapist's memory alone cannot sustain it. She builds up a stronger base,
fingers now merging and stiffening with glue. She allows the tree to re-
main fallen. She worries, though, that in sealing the base for the ‘tree’ she
may have cut off its source of nutrition.
For an art therapist who knows herself to be from the Anthropocene, the
burden of knowing we are stealing life from even the great trees that
outlive us by hundreds of years is immeasurable. (this joins forces with a
personal/ familial story about “maybe … not giving enough”). From the
perspective of the late Holocene, too, a healthy tree should be deep-
rooted, able to stand, its roots must draw nourishment from the soil and
its leaves must photosynthesise light. It is positioned between heaven and
earth, transmuted for some perhaps into the Christian iconography of the
cross. The tree must stand because it stands for the autonomy, finitude
and seemingly boundless imaginary of the human. In allowing the tree to
‘lie’, the art therapist gives up this illusion of autonomy in the service of a
greater truth. She allows her-self to be profoundly disturbed.
In the alternative multiverse of the Plasticene, the tree is not a metaphor,
and art cannot re-present it. The art(ist)-therapist is both more than and
less than the maker of form. She is co-constituted with the mattering and
the materiality of this ‘tree’. She is becoming flexible with plasticine;
semi-transparent, crumpled with cellophane and awash with water-
colour, sprouting leaves of joy, buffeted by the disturbing forces of gravity
and stiffening at the extremities with glue.
In the Holocene, death is an absolute, unless Heaven awaits. In the
Anthropocene, we mourn, as we anticipate our deaths wondering if any
of the other life forms we have endangered might mutate to survive us on
a possibly uninhabitable planet. In the Plasticene, ‘we’ are always be-
coming anew and always dying into another form. Whether that is
comfort enough, is a different matter.
This story too, of course, does not escape from either metaphor or
meaning, and as fingers curl away from the keyboard, no ‘one’ can know
where, when and how these words may fall.
Jody
Watercolouring blues and greens, scrunching cellophane. I resist but
persist in wrapping, flattening, protecting something that feels/looks
lively and joyous. Thinly veiled, transparent but impermeable—visible
yet untouchable. I didn't have any plasticine, so I used clay. Something
that had come from the earth, like the ‘tree’. Rolling out thick branches
and spindly roots. One branch is especially thick, weighty. It almost
topples the whole thing. As I smoosh and smooth, what takes me by
surprise is that the tree is already dead, like the top has been lopped off.
Those tiny roots that position it precariously on top of impermeability
mean that it never had a chance. I make leaves to give it life but they
won't stick. I know that there will never be enough to bring it
back—only a little living left—and the little I can give I shape with my
hands and my heart. It doesn't feel futile in the making—but it does feel
difficult and fragile. To make them stay, I have to make small holes,
poke them in. I wonder about the weight of that too-thick branch—the
one that dragged it over—about the weight of grief and the weight of
too-little time.
4. Art making research
In this essay we asked, what is the work of art making and media in a
collective biography about working with death; and what can lively
matter do—what enchanting forces can it harness to force thought—to
enliven and make knowing visible in/as specific spacetime assemblages
of therapy or research. We experimented with how thought emerging
from matter, intra-acting and becoming with the material world, in-
tervenes, disrupts, affects and is affected, in ways that keep interpretation
or understanding lively, emergent and in play.
We have offered a diffractive reading through “data from our own
bodies as researchers” (Lenz Taguchi, 2012, p. 267)14 as small yet
agential parts of a collective research body—an assemblage of artworks,
stories, other art therapists, the making space, the spacetime of the
workshop and of various drafts of this essay, readers of those drafts and
their feedback, paint, pastel, clay, lace, wire, cellophane, glue, tears,
laughter, breath, and keyboards pummeled through staccato typing. We
found ourselves working, and worlding, “at the fleshy interface be-
tween bodies and worlds” (Ahmed and Stacey, 2001, p.1).
We played, in this essay, with the indeterminate yet significant
weight, scale and time of grief—with how the death of a human child
may weigh so heavily that we can no longer shield ourselves from
images of a dead planet; with how the fall of a small-scale, hand-built
tree made of Plasticene might conjure the unbearable magnitude of the
mass extinction of old growth forests. Finding thought unexpectedly
forced toward the large-scale death consequent to climate change, we
wondered, to put it forthrightly, how to keep living in the remaining mo
Fig. 8. Jody's mimetic artwork.
13 As coined by Barad (2007).
14 Others have called this ‘carnal’ (Barrett and Bolt, 2012), or ‘fleshly’
(Brennan, 2004) knowledge, although that might seem to reinstate the episte-
mological primacy of human bodies. Rather, we would claim that our bodies are
matter that matters with, not more than, other matter.
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(ve)ments of the Anthropocene (Horsfall et al., 2014), with and beyond
the apparent polarities of grief and hope (Head, 2015, 2016).
As Head has suggested, “[if] part of what we are grieving for, and
what we must farewell, is our modern selves, it follows that a necessary
intellectual and practical task is to imagine new kinds of selves” (Head,
2016, p. 168). To so imagine, we have drawn on the ‘renewable’ re-
sources of contemporary theory to interrupt binaries of living and dead,
disturbance and joy, them and us. Impelled to unsettle the hierarchy
that would grant an unethical and impossible sovereignty to hu-
mankind, we have asked with whom and what else we are kindred. We
have lingered with what is disturbing—as Haraway, 2016 urged us, “to
stay with the trouble” of death by “making kin” with other creatures,
and also with the liveliness, the palpable animation of that which is
conventionally thought to be inanimate. We have turned, with the in-
tense joy that can sustains those familiar with the materialities and
mattering of art, toward the active companionship of things. The ‘new
selves’ we thereby imagine here are both deeply invested and con-
tinually at the point of dissolution: they are both less and more than
human (Barad, 2015).
One of the authors of this essay, Sheridan, moved out from the art
and stories of participants, in one instance taking as an invitation the
person's ironic title of Upward and outward (‘before the fall’). The other
author, Jody, stepped in to the art and stories with paint and words, in
one instance, swimming through the wet viscosity of a painted ocean,
into the jaws of the shark. ‘Staying with the trouble’ has required of us
these different experiments in spacetime, the creation of small and large
disturbances that expose the faultlines of humanism and rupture the
shiny, gluey medium of certainty.
On the local scale, this work has forced thought toward the (in)
visibility and (in)tolerability of working as end of life art therapists, and
the excruciating paradox whereby death might be seen to cheat its at-
tendants by coming too soon or too late. Concentrated by ethical and
material intensities, the art and stories of those who labour with the
matter of death and dying come to matter differently. The painful self-
questioning that working at end of life produces in those already faced
with (un)bearable pain. The (in)visibility of how much we (as art
therapists working at end of life) give and how much we show, pro-
fessionally, personally and in-between—of wanting to be seen, but not
too much. How this ambivalent desire compels us as researchers toward
the ethics of becoming-with and being taken elsewhere by the art
therapists with whom (among many human and more-than-human
others) we co-research. How we subvert the reproduction of the ago-
nising politics of self-surveillance by radically broadening the under-
standing of who and what participates in research, and by actively re-
fusing to subject other ‘human participants’ to an investigator's
objectifying gaze.
We want to end here, to stay for this moment with the trouble of
what is troubling, the disturbance of what is disturbing, at this en-
chanted and elusive point where disturbance and joy are necessarily
entangled. This tightrope walk along the fold between life and death
tilts us toward both recognition and exposure. How we fall; how we feel
that we fail; until opening to the less and more than human that we
already are and can become, together with everything, might save us
from ourselves.
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Afterlude: Entangled in working with death to becoming enchanted by 
materialising stories 
 
In this portfolio, I have attempted to ‘do justice’ to the work, stories, artwork and 
experience of the participants in this research. I have invited you to walk with me 
through differently patterned and unpredicted spaces of thinking, making and 
writing; to stay with the trouble, touch and be touched; and to listen differently to 
stories and artworks about death. ‘I et al.’ have lured you into spaces of joy and 
despair, desire and fear, death and enchantment. The stories in art and words in this 
research articulate all of these spaces of being, in being-with death.  
 
Storying the toll of cumulative deaths in end of life art therapy was what inspired 
this research. I began with a seemingly straightforward question: In what ways 
might art making in collective biography open up thinking about the embodied toll 
of death, both personally and professionally? The research grew into a complex and 
enchanting experiment. In encountering the concepts of affect, new materialist and 
posthuman philosophy I was seduced, returning to the quote from Cixous that 
opened this portfolio, by what seemed at the outset, the “incomprehensible, … the 
invisible, … the inaudible, [and] … the unthinkable” (Cixous, 1993, p. 38).  
 
Until I learned to listen and think in ways other than representationalism and 
‘meaning-making’ about art, what had seemed incomprehensible, invisible and 
inaudible was the lively murmuring of matter. What had seemed unthinkable was to 
challenge the normative human-centric hierarchy in art therapy research practices by 
working with new materialist/posthuman theory and emergent methodologies. 
 
This research performs theory and practice by bringing together art, philosophy, art 
therapy/therapists and academics. I/we have opened our bodies to the force of 
matter, in forcing thought toward different patterns of knowing, and different ways 
of articulating the toll of death, and the liveliness of matter. Through visual and 
narrative art making, I/we have offered a response to Massumi’s questions—“What 
new thoughts does it make possible to think? … What new sensations and 




So, what is the work of this research? Firstly, I have developed a different theoretical 
lens for understanding art media/work in art therapy as a lively and affective 
(co)participant with residual force, that 'works with' human actors if we choose to 
listen differently, rather than in the usual ways to which we have become 
accustomed. Listening as usual in art therapy creates safety and a map to follow, yet 
at the same time, compromises our ability, and our response-ability, to what is 
emergent in an art making encounter. In mobilising a different lens, it is not my 
intention to minimize or displace the agency of human inter-relationships, which is 
already well theorised in art therapy research, nor to diminish the ways in which art 
therapists work with visual imagery and art materials in aesthetically, socially and 
culturally sensitive ways. My focus is instead, on moving beyond a humanistic or 
representational understanding of the matter and work of art as subordinate to 
psychotherapeutic processes in art therapy, and to reconceptualise more broadly the 
ways in which art making contributes to social research.  
 
Secondly, with Barad I have theorised art making as a diffractive apparatus that 
(re)shapes thinking and writing in unexpected ways. This apparatus was put to 
work in an innovative methodological adaptation of collective biography to stir up 
and disturb embodied stories about encounters with death and art. The 
methodology that I have developed brings the knowledge-generating practices of art 
therapy and collective biography together, extending the conceptual (and material) 
possibilities of both. The knowledge produced through the diffractive processes of 
these workshops by the participants and myself far exceeded the constraints of the 
dominant and somewhat narrow frameworks of the participants’ psychodynamic 
and person-centred art therapy training. This methodology opens up a different way 
of encountering the matter and mattering of art media and making, in which visual 
art making is not subordinate to linguistic or discursive research practices, but in 
which matter has an agency that “desires, yearns and remembers” (Barad, 2012, p. 
59). 
 
In closing this essay, rather than analysing or reflecting on the papers in this 
portfolio in order to offer reliable ‘findings’ or a ‘conclusion’ about the work of death 
or art, I invite you into the processual or diffractive doing of art making and thinking 
involved in bringing this portfolio together. I offer a procession of images and place 
in your hands the material artwork that provoked and prodded the ‘I’ engaged in 
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writing this essay. This artwork has been folded and unfolded in/to many 
spacetimes—in cafés, spaces of therapy and critique, bedsides, airports, bushscapes 
and cars in sun, moon and lamplight. It has lived with me, making me as much as I 
have made ‘it’, as I have lived and become-with the stories and artworks in this 
research. It has stayed with me, captivated and troubled me, and affectively held my 
fascination and in/adequacy. Like my writing, it has stalled, stuttered and 
undergone almost as much subtle and substantial iteration as the developing drafts 
of this essay. It has diffracted my thinking and writing. Its matter/ing has compelled 
and called me back when I wanted to quit.  
 
Entangled and enveloped in its gluey textured layers are the imprint and trace of 
many births and deaths—of bushfire, bodies, thought, love, yearning and courage. 
This is the messiness of fire ash and pastel dust, the stickability of glue, the joy of 
glitter, the grit of sandpaper, the opaqueness of paint and paper, and the strength and 
flexibility of canvas. This artwork does not represent but manifests the residual affect 
of the stories and artworks in this portfolio. It has become precious—both beautiful 
and messy, enlivening and frustrating. It has become layers of ‘and, and, and’ 
(Deleuze & Parnet, 2002, p. 34), as I as therapist-artist-writer-researcher, and this 



























































































As I have entangled thought, matter, colour and texture in my art making, I bring 
this essay to a close by doing the same with the words of Cixous, Bennett and Grosz, 
which began this portfolio: 
 
Art engenders material becomings worth the effort, in which life folds 
over itself to embrace its contact with materiality. In a world populated by 
materially diverse, lively bodies, each exchanges some elements or 
particles with the other to become more and other. In this materialism, 
things—what is special about them, matter a lot. So do the eccentric 
assemblages that they form—their sensuous specificity, their particular 
material configuration, and their distinctive, idiosyncratic history. 
 
Art is thinking the best unknown—facing, hearing and thinking what you 
cannot paint and writing what you cannot know before you have written. 
Not [the] self-representations, narratives, confessions, testimonies of what 
is and has been. Instead, toward the incomprehensible, the invisible, the 
inaudible—where knowing and not knowing touch. Where we hope we 
will know what is unknown. Where we hope we will not be afraid of 
understanding [and becoming]—imaginative becomings in trying to think 
with universal forces that touch and become enveloped in life (Cixous, 
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The following photographs are selected pages of the large-format A3 portfolios that were 
submitted for examination. The tactile artwork in these pages was cut in half, and each 
section glued onto the photocopy. 
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